Rodríguez et al. -Communication Skills of Future Teachers
skills refer to a person's ability to address another clearly, coherently and effectively. Consequently, these skills should manifest themselves through individual ability and be developed through the mastery of knowledge (theoretical understanding), doing (skills and abilities), being (willingness or attitude) and wanting to do (motivation), within a given social, cultural, spatial and temporal context (Bermúdez & González, 2011) .
Therefore, students of teaching must correctly learn their own language (spoken and written) from both a normative and communicative perspective, and be able to manage their classroom, communicate appropriately with their future students and facilitate the latter's acquisition of communicative aptitudes, competences and practical knowledge (Camargo & Pardo, 2008, p. 447) . This is especially important when the teacher-student relationship and teaching-learning process are being modified in order to promote an alternative educational approach that focuses more on learning and skills than teaching and knowledge, where the teacher is more of a mediator and it is the student who constructs his or her own lifelong learning process (Gutiérrez & de Pablos, 2010; Paredes & Inciarte, 2013) .
However, numerous voices have alerted us to the expressive difficulties experienced by many students and their inability to express themselves fluidly and precisely in their own language, whether spoken or written (e.g. Corredor & Romero, 2008; Corredor, 2011; Gallego, García & Rodríguez, 2013) . Some authors even argue that many teachers have difficulty communicating or expressing themselves (Camacho & Sáenz, 2000) , despite the fact that teachers are communicators whose success directly depends on their ability to communicate attitudes, values and ideas (Ferreiro, 2011) .
Based on the foregoing, our research problem was formulated as follows: Do university students in the Early Childhood Education (ECE) and Primary Education (PE) programs possess the necessary communication skills to adequately perform the role of teacher?
In line with the above, our study perceptive objectives were: 1) to discover how future ECE and PE teachers perceive their training in communication skills; 2) to analyze any progress their communication skills underwent during their degree; 3) to compare any differences between students from two different Spanish universities; 4) to analyze any differences between ECE and PE students; 5) to identify any gender-related differences in the field of communication; and 6) to propose strategies for optimizing these skills during initial training.
Methodology
For this quantitative study we adopted an empirical-analytical approach and a cross-cutting, non-experimental design. The sample was randomly chosen, as the students completed the self-evaluation questionnaire in their own free time.
Sample
The study was conducted at two public institutions of higher education in the Autonomous Region of Andalusia, Spain; namely, the universities of Cordoba (UCO) and Seville (USE). Students were selected from levels 1 (start of their degree), 2 (middle of their degree) and 3 (about to graduate), so that the data reflected the participants' levels of experience.
A total of 670 students from both universities took part (292 from UCO and 378 from USE), who were studying ECE and PE. Their ages ranged from 18 to 38 [( =20.53; SD=1.915) , UCO ( =20.30; SD=1.739), USE ( =20.71; SD=2.025)]. Table 1 (Annex A) details the contribution of each university to the sample, broken down by level, program and gender.
Instrument
To measure the students' perception of their own communication skills we used a questionnaire that had already been used in other studies (Domingo et al., 2010; , 2015 (6 questions) . Finally, students were specifically asked about communication skills for fostering the processes of empathy, trust and intercommunication that are required for successful tutoring. The questionnaire was validated using the expert judgement procedure (Fox, 1981) , with the experts in question unanimously validating it. Its reliability and internal consistency were also statistically tested. The questionnaire obtained an alpha reliability coefficient of 0.936, while the reliability coefficient of the questions analyzed ranged from 0.935 to 0.936. We also applied Guttman's split-half test, the results of which demonstrate the high level of reliability: (α 1 st part = 0.900, α 2 nd part = 0.881; Spearman-Brown coefficient: 0.866), along with a KMO (significance of 0.91, very close to 1) and Bartlett test (chi-square of 19313.955 and very high significance, p = 0.000).
The overall internal consistency of the questionnaire in terms of size and scale was as follows: 1 st (0.80), 2 nd (0.83), 3 rd (0.97), 4 th (0.90), 5 th (0.88).
Procedures
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We utilized so-called "questionnaire-based social research" (McMillan & Schumacher, 2005) to obtain data from the students' written statements regarding their communication skills. The data was gathered at the end of the 2013-2014 academic year, on different days and at different times that were convenient for the students in light of the voluntary nature of their participation. They were informed of the purpose of the study, guaranteed anonymity in order to encourage truthful responses, and thanked for their collaboration. Finally, their responses were collated, ordered and recorded in a database for statistical analysis.
Data Analysis
The quantitative data was analyzed using the SPSS 22.0 program. Frequencies and percentages were obtained in order to describe the independent socio-demographic variables (gender, university, program and level) . Distribution by gender was analyzed using contingency tables and chi-square tests.
The scores on the scale were assigned by calculating the mean value for the questions per student, thereby obtaining a central value. These scalerelated variables were described using the mean ( ), standard deviation (SD), median, maximum and minimums. The confidence intervals (CI) were set at 95% from the mean.
To analyze the relationship between the independent variables and the communication scales, we used linear regression models and multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA), in light of the existence of more than one interrelated dependent variable (Steven, 2002) . We checked the graphical normality of the scales using Q-Q plots (thus eliminating the need to perform the Kolmogorov-Smirnov data normality test) and chose MANOVA and Pillai's trace (V) given their greater robustness and capacity to detect real differences in the event of deviation in the mathematical supposition of an equal covariance matrix (Field, 2005) . For the chosen statistical modeling process, we adjusted all the independent variables in an initial model, which we used in order to progressively eliminate the nonsignificant independent variables and their interactions. We ensured that the model had been adjusted correctly by analyzing its residual normality and mean goodness of fit. We then compared the effect of the independent variables on the scales to a significance level of 5%.
Results
To better understand the data we should note that there were gender-based differences in distribution per level; i.e., there was a smaller percentage of males in the upper levels than in the lower, where the percentage of females is higher (chi-square=7.153; df=2; p-value=0.029 ). However, the distribution of students by gender and level at USE was similar (chisquare=2.478; df=2; p-value=0.29) .
In terms of level, there were no gender-based differences in either specialty df=2; PE: chisquare=5.668; df=2; ). Nor, generally, were there genderbased differences in level, as the distribution was similar for males and females (chi-square=5.885; df=2; p-value=0.058 ).
However, we did identify gender-based differences between specialties, with a smaller percentage of males studying ECE compared to PE (chisquare=128.05; df=1; p-value<0.001). The same differences were observed when the data was broken down by university: df=1; df=1; ). Below we have synthesized the data and presented the results in different tables, taking into account the five areas of the questionnaire that together comprise the set of teaching-related communication skills.
Results for Skills as a Transmitter
Table 2 in Appendix A shows higher self-evaluation results in this skill among level 3 students ( 3=3.69) compared to levels 1 and 2, which were very similar ( 1=3.56; 2=3.53). Regarding specialty, PE students scored higher as transmitters than ECE students did (3.66 versus 3.53). However, the mean values by university were identical (3.60 for both).
Q-Q Figure 1 shows the means and confidence intervals for the mean (to 95%) broken down by level and gender. Regarding the evaluation of skill as a transmitter, similar values were observed for males and females at levels 1 and 2; however, there were differences at level 3, as females scored lower than their male counterparts did. The MANOVA test showed that evaluation scores were significantly lower for levels 1 and 2 in comparison to level 3. Regarding gender difference, there was a significant relationship to specialty, whereby male PE students scored higher than their female classmates did (B =0.145; p=0.005). In terms of specialty, although male ECE students scored lower (B =-0.399; p=0.006) than their PE counterparts, there was no difference amongst the female self-evaluations (B =-0.043; p=0.314) (see Table 3 in Annex A). Table 4 in Annex A shows the calculations for both partial and overall measures of central tendency, and reveals a higher evaluation score amongst level 3 students ( 3=3.85), followed by that of level 2 students ( 2=3.83) and, some way behind, that of level 1 students ( 1=3.76). Regarding specialty, PE students scored themselves higher than ECE students for this skill (3.85 and 3.77, respectively). However, the mean values by university were very similar (3.83 for UCO and 3.81 for USE). 
Results for Skills as a Receiver
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Regarding the scale for the receiver skill, none of the independent variables had a direct effect upon scores, although we did observe potential discrepancies between ECE and PE and level 1 and level 3 students, as shown on the Q-Q normality graph (Figure 2 ). The above variables just about reached just about the proposed level of significance (0.05), as the MANOVA calculation produced a p-value de 0.069 for the comparison between PE and ECE and a value of 0.054 for that of levels 1 and 3, although they were not enough to be considered different. For the rest of the comparisons, there is a marked absence of significant discrepancy (see Table 5 in Annex A). Table 6 (Annex A) shows the measures of central tendency for the data extracted from the corresponding questions. The mean of level 3 students is once again higher, meaning they scored higher ( 3=3.99). Interestingly, they are followed by level 1 students ( 1=3.93), with level 2 picking up the rear ( 2=3.87). Regarding specialty, PE and ECE students gave themselves Scores for self-perception as classroom communicators were very similar for levels 2 and 3; however, they were a little higher for female students in level 1 than for their male counterparts, as shown in the Figure  3 . Figure 3 . Graph showing the visual contrast between levels and gender with regard to classroom communicators Significant differences were observed between the level 2 and level 3 scores, with the latter being higher (B =-0.129; p=0.008). Regarding specialty and gender, the scores for male ECE students were significantly lower (B =-0.509; p=0.001), while there were no differences among female students in either specialty, nor among PE students of either gender (see Table 7 in Annex A).
Results for Skills as a Classroom Teacher
Results for Skills as a Participant in Meetings
The overall scores for this area were extracted from the 12 questions that comprised the scale. Table 8 in Annex A).
Female students at levels 1 and 2 scored higher, while values at level 3 were similar for both genders. However, there were differences between genders with regard to specialty; for both ECE and PE, male students scored lower than their female counterparts did (B =-0.121; p=0.043) (see Table 9 in Annex A).
Results for Skills as a Tutor
The figures in Table 10 (Annex A) show similar evaluation scores among students at all three levels in relation to effective tutoring skills ( 1=4.00; 2=3.99; 3=3.96, by level). Regarding specialty, the students' scores were similar to those for the classroom communication skill (3.99 versus 3.98, respectively). Likewise, mean values were similar for both universities (3.99 for UCO and 3.98 for USE). 
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Females at level 1 scored higher than their male counterparts did, although the values converged at levels 2 and 3, as we can see in Figure 5 . As occurred in the previous area, there were gender differences for both PE and ECE, with male students in both specialties scoring significantly lower than their female counterparts did (B =-0.199; p=0.004) (see Table  11 in Annex A).
Discussion and Conclusions
The aim of this study was to analyze future teachers' perception of their own communication skills, while they are still studying. University academics greatly emphasize the need to work on these skills and they admit that the levels of development achieved by students in teachingoriented programs are insufficient, with the exception of skills related to reception and classroom communication (Domingo, Gallego & Rodríguez, 2013; Gallego & Rodríguez, 2015) .
Thus, it is necessary to investigate how these skills are evaluated by students enrolled in teaching programs at different universities. In general terms, we can assert that students tended to consider that they had sufficient skills: the overall mean was G=3.86, which was broken down into each (Domingo et al., 2010; , students generally rated their skills as being insufficient, except in terms of reception skills, which they rated as sufficient. This coincided with the data obtained by Valdemoros & Lucas (2014) from PE students at the University of La Rioja. Likewise, the study conducted by Conchado & Carot (2013) confirmed that ICT-based communication, an emerging factor that could become invaluable in teaching-related communication, is a weak area among Spanish university graduates. In that study the capacity to work with families was valued highly, although it was not addressed from a communicative perspective.
Nonetheless, the theoretical model of educational communication has not found practical expression in the students we sampled. In other words, the model is not fully adhered to, given that the variable that should play a fundamentally decisive role in the development of these skills (namely, the level the students were at in their respective degrees) made no difference to any area at all, except in the conventional, generic teaching area of "transmission", where progress through levels 1 to 3 was significant. But even then, the evaluation scores were the lowest of all, suggesting that the progress made is insufficient.
Moreover, in the other areas we either observed no development, or the development was not decisive enough to base conclusions to rech definitive conclusions. Regarding the reception skill, there were certain differences between stage 1 and stage 3 students; however, they were not significant, and even less so between stages 2 and 3. Interestingly, in terms of classroom communication, there were significant differences between stages 2 and 3 but not, counter-intuitively, between 1 and 3, nor between 1 and 2. In the other areas (participation in meetings and tutorial skills) the differences were not significant.
Consequently, progress is very halting, as it does not occur between all stages nor across all skill areas, contrary to expectations. This finding coincides with those of similar studies: although a certain amount of progress in mastery of communication was observed over the course of the degree program (Domingo et al., 2010) , at least in the traditional communicative areas of transmission and reception , this progress was found to be limited and not significant.
Nonetheless, these variables are the ones that show the greatest differentiation with regard to communication skills. Gender, for its part, revealed differences in areas that remained the same for the previous variables: the female students scored significantly higher than their male counterparts did in the areas of participation in meetings and tutoring skills. However, for the other skill areas (transmission, reception and classroom teaching) there were no statistically significant differences. This contrasts with the findings of Valdemoros & Lucas (2014) with regard to listening skills, as they did observe gender-based differences in favor of the female students.
The students' specialty (ECE or PE) had even less of an impact on their self-perceived communication skills, although they still account for differences in reception skills. Only in the case of male students did we observe a specialty-based difference, in favor of male PE students. The students' universities (UCO/USE) made no significant difference at all, although we did observe certain discrepancies in relation to the studies conducted at the University of Granada (Domingo et al., 2010; , where the students only considered themselves sufficiently prepared with regard to reception skills. Nor did we observe any progress in the development of communication skills, as we would have expected.
However, this study has certain limitations, and the results obtained should be interpreted with caution. The nature of a self-evaluation means the research subjects are able to give answers they consider desirable or supposedly correct, rather than answers they have learned or which are genuine. It would be useful to ask knowledge-related questions, not just evaluative ones, with regard to communication skills. Likewise, to study the phenomenon further, the questionnaire instrument should be combined with others (such as in-depth interviews or ethnographic observation) in order to obtain a greater understanding, provided the qualitative focus could be embedded within the quantitative and a paradigm conflict avoided. Last but not least, it would be helpful to expand the sample by including students from other universities in other regions or even other countries, given that, as with any study, it would allow greater comparison of data and help generate inferences of a more generally applicable nature. Additionally, we should complete the information with data from other participants, such as university educators who teach ECE and PE students or non-university educators who have students in their classes for teaching practice. Although this would undoubtedly constitute another line of research, it is one that would be entirely complementary, with the added value of prompting said educators to reflect on the importance of developing their students' communication skills and explore ways in which to do so.
Bearing in mind these limitations and future considerations, we can argue that there is a need to specifically train teaching students in communication skills, by, for example, adding a specific module designed to alert the students to the importance of their role as communicators and develop or perfect their communication skills and strategies. Undoubtedly, this training should be largely practical in nature, as we learn to communicate by communicating. Thus, constant simulation (role-playing) in the classroom and university context, with interchangeable roles based on the different areas of communication described above, and putting these simulations into practice at schools in the form of real teaching experience, must be the basis for developing the communication skills of ECE and PE students. They can be complemented with specific workshops and programs aimed at groups or students whose communication skills are less developed, based on an evaluation conducted using the instrument presented here, given that all the areas of communication described in this study must be taken into account. Any activities implemented by the university must be analyzed from the perspective of its contribution to, among other things, the specific development of the communication skills of its teaching students, given its vital importance to the teaching profession. These actions (Gallego, García & Rodríguez, 2013) can also be complemented with the addition of other, specific strategies. 
ANNEX A
